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FUEL CELL STACK LIQUID ELECTROLYTE 
MIGRATION PREVENTION ARRANGEMENT 

DESCRIPTION 

1. Technical Field 
The present invention relates to fuel cell devices in 

general, and more particularly to an arrangement for 
avoiding liquid electrolyte migration in fuel cell stacks. 

2. Background Art 
There are already known various constructions of 

fuel cell devices, most if not all of which include a 
multitude of individual fuel cells that are arranged in 
fuel cell groups or stacks. As is well known, each such 
fuel cell includes an anode, a cathode, and a quantity of 
electrolyte or another ion transfer or exchange medium 
being present at least between (and often also within) 
the anode and the cathode. Then, as hydrogen (or an 
other gaseous fuel) and oxygen (as such or as an ingredi 
ent of air) are supplied to the anode and the cathode, 
respectively, an electrochemical reaction takes place in 
each of such individual fuel cells, resulting in the forma 
tion of water as the reaction product, with attendant 
creation of electrical potential difference between the 
anode and the cathode that is then utilized, ordinarily in 
conjunction with that created in the other fuel cells, to 
supply electric power to an external user device or 
circuit. At least the effective region of each anode and 
of each cathode has to have a porous structure to allow 
penetration of at least the gaseous fuel and the oxygen, 
respectively, therethrough from the respective gaseous 
medium supply side to the areas at which the usually 
catalytically promoted electrochemical reaction takes 
place in the presence of the electrolyte. When arranged 
in a fuel cell stack, the individual fuel cells are typically 
separated from one another by respective separator 
plates that are interposed between the fuel cells and are 
usually electrically conductive but, to the extent possi 
ble, impervious both to liquids and gases. 

Experience especially with fuel cell devices employ 
ing acid electrolytes has shown that some of the electro 
lyte is lost during the operation of the device. Primarily 
for this reason, each of the fuel cells is initially charged 
with a quantity of electrolyte that is in excess of that 
needed at the outset of the fuel cell device operation but 
is sufficient for sustaining the operation of the device for 
an extended period of time, such as for 40,000 hours, 
despite the electrolyte losses, and measures are taken to 
minimize the amount of electrolyte escaping from the 
individual fuel cells. 
One of such measures involves sealing of all the pas 

sages through which the electrolyte could escape from 
the fuel cells. This includes not only the arrangement of 
edge seals at the interfaces between the adjacent ones of 
the various components (cathodes, anodes, separator 
plates, etc.) of the fuel cell stack, but also the plugging 
of the pores of the anode and the cathode components 
at the edge regions thereof. One way of dealing with at 
least the latter problem is disclosed, for instance, in the 
Japanese patent application No. 6l-263061(A), pub 
lished on Nov. 21, 1986, in that the edge region of the 
electrode is sealed by applying a ?uorine resin ?lm 
thereto in such a manner that it not only covers the 
peripheral surface of the edge region but also extends to 
a certain extent onto the marginal portions of the major 
surfaces of the electrode that face and come into 
contact with other components of the fuel cell stack 
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2 
upon assembly of the device, followed by thermal cur 
ing of the resin. 
While the above approach may well achieve its pur 

pose of preventing or at least minimizing electrolyte 
leakage onto the peripheral surface of the electrode, it 
has been established that it is ineffective in dealing with 
another weighty problem encountered in fuel cell 
stacks, namely, that of electrolyte migration through 
the fuel stack in the course of operation of the latter. 
More particularly, it was found out that, over the useful 
operating life of a fuel cell device consisting of a stack 
of juxtaposed fuel cells separated from each other by 
respective separator plates and employing a liquid elec 
trolyte, the electrolyte concentration and/or amount in 
the fuel cells, which is originally substantially uniform 
throughout the stack, gradually changes to a substan 
tially increased value at one end of the stack and a sub 
stantially decreased value at the other end of the stack, 
with the values for the fuel cells situated between such 
ends gradually decreasing from the one end to the 
other. This eventually results in electrolyte ?ooding of 
the cell or cells situated at or near the one end, and in 
drying out of the affected fuel cell or cells at or near the 
other end of the stack. Each of these conditions is 
equally undesirable in that it has a deleterious effect on 
the performance of the affected fuel cell and may even 
result in premature deterioration or even complete de 
struction thereof. 
At ?rst, it was assumed, quite correctly, that this 

electrolyte migration was attributable to the less than 
perfect imperviousness of the separator plates to the 
passage of liquid therethrough in that the electrolyte 
was driven by electrical forces existing in the fuel cell 
stack through the respective separator plates in the 
direction from the other end to the one end of the stack. 
However, more recently, it was discovered that electro 
lyte migration occurs even when the separator plates 
are highly or completely impervious. This led to the 
conclusion, con?rmed by observation, that some elec 
trolyte still seeps out through the interface between one 
electrode of the respective fuel cell and the separator 
plate facing the same onto the peripheral surface of the 
separator plate, travels on this peripheral surface, and 
eventually enters the next adjacent fuel cell through the 
interface between the separator plate and the electrode 
of the adjacent fuel cell that adjoins this separator plate. 
Moreover, it was discovered that the electrolyte pres 
ent on the peripheral surface of the separator plate al 
lows electrical shunt current to flow at such surface and 
thus cause or contribute to corrosion at the peripheral 
region of the fuel cell stack. As mentioned before, the 
approach presented in the above-mentioned published 
Japanese patent application does not obviate the prob 
lem of electrolyte propagation on the peripheral surface 
of the separator plate in that at least some electrolyte is 
still able to seep out of one fuel cell through the inter 
face between the respective electrode and the separator 
plate and enter the adjacent fuel cell through the next 
adjacent corresponding interface. By the same token, 
due to the electrical bridging action of the electrolyte 
present on the separator plate periphery, the corrosion 
attributable to the electric shunt current flow is not 
avoided either. 

Accordingly, it is a general object of the present 
invention to avoid the disadvantages of the prior art. 
More particularly, it is an object of the present inven 

tion to provide a fuel cell device consisting of a stack of 
juxtaposed individual fuel cells containing a liquid elec 
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trolyte and separated from one another by respective 
separator plates, which device does not possess the 
disadvantages of the known devices of this kind. 

Still another object of the present invention is so to 
develop the fuel cell device of the type here under 
consideration as to avoid cell-to-cell electrolyte migra 
tion and edge region corrosion due to electric shunt 
currents. 

It is yet another object of the present invention to 
design an electrolyte migration prevention arrangement 
for the fuel cell device of the above type in such a man 
ner as to be relatively simple in construction, inexpen 
sive to manufacture, easy to use, and yet reliable in 
operation. 
A concomitant object of the present invention is to 

devise a process and apparatus that are excellently 
suited for manufacturing fuel cell devices equipped with 
the electrolyte migration preventing arrangement of the 
above kind. 

DISCLOSURE OF THE INVENTION 

In keeping with these objects and others which will 
become apparent hereafter, one feature of the present 
invention resides in a fuel cell stack which includes a 
plurality of fuel cells juxtaposed with one another in the 
stack and each including a pair of plate-shaped anode 
and cathode electrodes that face one another, and a 
quantity of liquid electrolyte present at least between 
the electrodes, and means for supplying a gaseous fuel 
and oxygen to the anode electrode and the cathode 
electrode, respectively, of each of the pairs. A number 
of substantially liquid-impermeable but electrolyte-wet 
table separator plates is interposed between respective 
successive electrodes of adjacent ones of the fuel cells. 
Each such separator plate has edge portions situated at 
a periphery of the fuel stack and delimited by a periph 
eral surface, and by marginal surfaces respectively fac 
ing the successive electrodes and forming respective 
interfaces therewith. According to the invention, there 
is provided means for preventing migration of any elec 
trolyte that may be present at one of the interfaces to 
the other of the interfaces and thus from one to the 
other of the adjacent fuel cells, such migration prevent 
ing means including a layer of a material that is non 
wettable by the electrolyte covering at least the periph 
eral surface of the separator plate interposed between 
the successive electrodes. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWING 

The present invention will be described in more detail 
below with reference to the accompanying drawing in 
which: 
FIG. 1 is a somewhat simpli?ed diagrammatic view 

of a fragment of a fuel cell stack including separator 
plates in accordance with the present invention; 
FIG. 2 is a cross sectional view, at a slightly enlarged 

scale, of a detail 2—2 of FIG. 1; 
FIG. 3 is a top plan view of the separator plate of 

FIG. 1 and of a rather rudimentary embodiment of an 
arrangement for applying a non-wettable coating to the 
edge regions thereof; and 

FIG. 4 is a side elevational view of the arrangement 
and separator plate depicted in FIG. 3. 

BEST MODE FOR CARRYING OUT THE 
INVENTION 

Referring now to the drawing in detail, and ?rst to 
FIG. 1 thereof, it may be seen that the reference nu 

25 

30 

35 

45 

50 

60 

65 

4 
meral 10 has been used therein to identify a fuel cell 
stack of a fuel cell device that is of any known construc 
tion so that it that need not be explained here in detail. 
Suffice it to say that the stack 10 includes a plurality of 
individual fuel cells, denoted as 11 without differentia 
tion therebetween, which are juxtaposed with one an 
other (usually superimposed as shown) and are sepa 
rated from each other by respective separator plates, of 
which only one is shown in full and another merely 
indicated, each being identified by the reference nu 
meral 12. 
The fully depicted fuel cell 11 (and, similarly, each of 

the other fuel cells 11 of the stack 10) includes, as its 
basic components, an anode electrode 13, a cathode 
electrode 14, and an electrolyte body 15 disposed be 
tween the electrodes 13 and 14. In the illustrated fuel 
cell structure, the electrolyte body 15 is constructed as 
a solid material plate, such as a porous electrolyte 
retaining matrix. However, it is to be mentioned at this 
juncture that the construction of the individual fuel 
cells 11 is depicted in the drawing only in such a detail 
as is necessary for understanding the present invention 
and to the extent needed to explain the principles of 
construction and operation of the fuel cells 11 and of the 
fuel cell stack 10 including the same, and that the actual 
construction of the fuel cells 11 may vary from that 
depicted. So, for instance, catalyst layers that are typi 
cally present at the interfaces between the electrodes 13 
and 14 and the electrolyte body 15 have been omitted 
from the drawing. Furthermore, while the electrodes 13 
and 14 have been shown to be provided, at their regions 
facing the respective separator plates 12, with respec 
tive channels 16 and 17 serving to distribute gaseous 
fuel (such as hydrogen) and oxygen (alone or as a con 
stituent component of air) over the anode electrode 13 
and the cathode electrode 14, respectively, it will be 
appreciated that such channels 16 and 17 could just as 
well be provided in the separator plates 12, instead of or 
in addition to those provided in the electrodes 13 and 
14. 

In any event, when the stack 10 is in its assembled 
condition, the electrolyte body 15 contains a quantity of 
a liquid electrolyte sufficient for an electrochemical 
reaction, during which oxygen and fuel are combined 
with one another to form product water, to take place in 
the respective fuel cell 11, with attendant creation of an 
electrical potential difference between the anode and 
cathode electrodes 13 and 14. The separator plate 15 is 
electrically conductive to provide electrical connection 
between the adjacent or successive ones of the fuel cells 
11 in the stack 10, but it is as impermeable to liquids and 
gases as possible, not only to prevent passage of the 
gaseous fuel or oxygen therethrough with attendant 
formation of a highly combustible gas mixture, but also 
to avoid migration of the electrolyte between the indi 
vidual fuel cells 11 of the stack 10, which is driven or 
enhanced by the aforementioned electrical potential 
differences. 

Experience has shown that, despite all precautions 
that are taken to avoid electrolyte loss, some electrolyte 
still manages to escape from the individual fuel cells 11 
during the operation of the fuel cell device and leave 
the stack 10 after it has reached the periphery thereof or 
other surfaces at which it comes into contact with any 
gaseous medium, such as by evaporating into the re 
spective gaseous medium. To make up for this loss and 
thus to make sure that the fuel cell device is able to 
operate over an extended operating period, it is cur 
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rently customary to originally charge each of the fuel 
cells 11 with more than the above electrolyte quantity 
that is required to be present in the electrolyte body 15. 
The additional amount is then typically accommodated ' 
in at least one of the electrodes 13 and 14 which are 
porous in order to permit the passage of the gaseous fuel 
and oxygen therethrough to the sites at which the elec 
trochemical reaction takes place, so that the respective 
electrode 13 or 14 doubles as a replenishment electro 
lyte retaining body from which electrolyte is gradually 
drawn into the electrolyte body 15 to replenish the 
electrolyte amounts lost therefrom over the operating 
lifetime of the fuel cell device. 

It was determined that the aforementioned cell-to 
cell electrolyte migration, if not reined in, has a deleteri 
ous or even destructive effect on the fuel cell device and 
its operation, in that it ultimately results in drying out of 
the fuel cell or cells 11 situated at one end of the stack 
10 and in ?ooding of the cell or cells 11 disposed at the 
other end of the stack 10, and that it occurs in the fuel 
cell device as described so far even if measures are taken 
to assure that the separator plate 12 is completely imper 
vious to the electrolyte. It was realized that such resid 
ual electrolyte migration is attributable to the fact that 
some electrolyte is able to reach the peripheral surface 
of the fuel cell 11, be it through respective ordinarily 
sealed interfaces, such as 18 and 19 existing between the 
separator plate 12 and the electrodes 13 and 14, respec 
tively, or through the pores of the respective electrodes 
13 and 14 or other components of the fuel cell 11, and 
wick its way upon the outer peripheral surface of the 
separator plate 12 to the adjacent fuel cell 11, and so on 
in succession. This occurs even when the edge portions 
of the electrodes 13 and 14 are coated with ?uorocar 
bon resin to provide an edge seal thereat. It was also 
realized that, once the electrolyte establishes a continu 
ous path extending between the interfaces 18 and 19 on 
any region of or all over the outer peripheral surface of 
the separator plate 12, it electrically bridges the gap 
between the adjacent fuel cells 11 and conducts electric 
shunt current which then causes or contributes to cor 
rosion at the outer periphery of the fuel cell stack 11 and 
especially on the outer peripheral surface of the separa 
tor plate 12. 

Based on the above realizations, it is proposed in 
accordance with the present invention to provide a 
coating layer 20 of a material that is non-wettable by the 
electrolyte at least all over the outer peripheral surface 
of the separator plate 12. This coating layer 20, owing 
to its non-wettability, interrupts the path along which 
the electrolyte could otherwise creep from one of the 
fuel cells 11 to the adjacent one, and so on in sequence, 
thus interfering with and completely preventing cell-to 
cell electrolyte migration, while simultaneously pre 
venting the leaking electrolyte from forming the afore 
mentioned electrical path through which the electrical 
shunt current would otherwise flow, with the attendant 
deleterious corrosive effect. 
As shown particularly in FIG. 2 of the drawing, the 

layer 20 further includes extensions 21 and 22 that form 
integral continuations of a central region 23 of the coat 
ing layer 20 that covers the aforementioned outer pe 
ripheral surface of the separator plate 12. The exten 
sions 21 and 22 cover respective marginal portions 24 
and 25 of the respective major surfaces of the separator 
plate 12 and thus penetrate to a certain distance, such as 
in the range between $ to i", into the respective inter 
faces 18 and 19. This latter measure is especially effec 
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6 
tive when the other surface portions delimiting the 
interfaces 18 and 19 are also, or are treated or coated to 
be, non-wettable by the electrolyte, in that the electro 
lyte is thus prevented from creeping along both of the 
surfaces bounding the respective interface 18 or 19. 
FIG. 2 of the drawing also shows that respective 

sealing elements or layers 27 and 28 may be disposed in 
the respective interfaces 18 and 19, to provide a sealing 
effect. In this context, it is to be mentioned that the 
extensions 21 and 22 of the coating layer 20 need not 
necessarily act as seals in the traditional sense of that 
word, that is, they are not necessarily in sealing contact 
with those surface portions of the respective electrodes 
13 and 14 that face the same; rather, they interfere with 
electrolyte seepage through the respective interfaces 18 
and 19 merely as a result of their non-wettability. Under 
such circumstances, the sealing elements or layers 27 
and 28 alone perform the sealing action, and they termi 
nate short of (i.e. more remotely from the peripheral 
surface of the separator plate 12 than) the extensions 21 
and 22 in order to prevent electrolyte propagation 
along the ordinarily wettable surfaces of such sealing 
elements or layers 27 and 28 past the extensions 21 and 
22. In any event, inasmuch as the coating layer 20 is 
being used for its non-wettable properties, it need not be 
overly thick; ordinarily, thickness in the range substan 
tially between 0.0005 and 0.001" is quite sufficient. 

It stands to reason that, as may be partially perceived 
from FIG. 1, the central region 23 of the coating layer 
20 (and, if present, the extensions 21 and 22 thereof) are 
to be present at all four of the edge regions of the sepa 
rator plate 12, so as to completely interrupt any path 
along which the electrolyte could possibly creep be 
tween the adjacent or successive fuel cells 11 over the 
outer peripheral surface of the separator plate 12. 
FIGS. 3 and 4 of the drawing indicate how such a 

peripherally continuous non-wettable coating layer 20 
including the extensions 21 and 22 can be applied to the 
respective separator plate 12 prior to the inclusion of 
the latter in the stack 10. FIG. 3 illustrates the situation 
existing after two portions 200 and 20b of the peripher 
ally complete coating layer 20 have already been fully 
applied to respective opposite lateral or edge regions of 
the separator plate, and in the process of formation of 
another two portions 20c and 20d of the layer 20 on the 
remaining two edge regions of the separator plate 12. 
During this operation, the separator plate 12 is immov 
ably supported, in any known manner that has not been 
revealed in the drawing, on a turntable 30 that is turna 
ble or indexable about a pivot 31, as indicated by an 
arrow 32, in such a manner that the separator plate 12 
extends beyond the turntable 30 at all four of its sides. 
The turntable 30 is also 'displaceable in and opposite to 
the direction indicated by an arrow 33. As indicated in 
FIG. 4, this can be achieved by providing the pivot 31 
with an enlarged head portion 34 that is received in a 
correspondingly con?gured groove 35 that is provided 
in a support 36 and extends in the direction of the arrow 
33 of FIG. 3. 
Two coating application rollers 40 and 41 are 

mounted on the support 36 at opposite sides of the path 
of movement of the separator plate 12 with the turnta 
ble 30 for rotation about their respective pivot axles 42 
and 43. As a comparison of FIGS. 3 and 4 will reveal, 
each of the rollers 40 and 41 has a relatively compliant 
outer region 44 and 45, such as one constituted by bris 
tles or fabric with a nap of a predetermined depth. The 
pivot axles 42 and 43 are spaced from one another by 
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such a distance that, when the separator plate 20 passes 
between them, the roller regions facing the peripheral 
surfaces of the separator plate 12 yield out of the way, 
and the bristles or naps of the compliant regions 44 and 
45 extend along and come into contact with the afore 
mentioned marginal portions of the major surfaces of 
the separator plate 12, depositing thereon a liquid mate 
rial or ink that is a precursor of the non-wettable mate 
rial, to advantage consisting of or including a ?uori 
nated hydrocarbon, such as polytetrafluouroethylene. 
Preferably, such precursor material is a dispersion com 
mercially available from E. I. DuPont de Nemours & 
Co. under the designation PEP-120, which is applied to 
the rollers 40 and 41 in any well-known manner such to 
be transferred therefrom to the separator plate 12. 

After the coating layer application operation is com 
pleted, the coating layer 20 is allowed or caused to dry 
and is subjected to a sintering operation which results in 
the conversion of the precursor material into the non 
wettable material. Thus, the coating layer 20 may ?rst 
be dried at a moderate temperature in the range substan 
tially between room temperature and 250° F. and then 
sintered in air at a temperature substantially in the range 
of 550° F. to 700° F. However, the preliminary drying 
out of the coating layer 20 may even be dispensed with 
in many cases, in which case only the aforementioned 
sintering step is being conducted, with the drying out- of 
the coating layer 20 taking place in its course. 

Tests conducted using separator plates 12 provided 
with the peripherally complete non-wettable coating 
layer 20 fabricated in the above-described manner have 
con?rmed that the layer 20, if not damaged, such as 
during subsequent handling of the thus treated separator 
plate 12 or assembly of the fuel cell device, constitutes 
a perfect barrier against cell-to-cel] electrolyte migra 
tion over the outer periphery of the separator plate 12. 
While the present invention has been illustrated and 

described as embodied in a particular construction of a 
fuel cell device, it will be appreciated that the present 
invention is not limited to this particular example; 
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8 
rather, the scope of protection of the present invention 
is to be determined solely from the attached claims. 
What is claimed is: 
1. A fuel cell stack comprising 
a plurality of fuel cells juxtaposed with one another in 

the stack and each including a pair of plate-shaped 
anode and cathode electrodes that face one an 
other, and a quantity of liquid electrolyte present at 
least between said electrodes; 

means for supplying a gaseous fuel and oxygen to said 
anode electrode and said cathode electrode, re 
spectively, of each of said pairs; 

a number of substantially liquid-impermeable but 
electrolyte-wettable separator plates interposed 
between respective successive electrodes of adja 
cent ones of said fuel cells, each of said separator 
plates having respective edge portions situated at a 
periphery of the fuel stack and delimited collec 
tively by a peripheral surface, and individually by 
two marginal surfaces respectively facing said suc 
cessive electrodes of said adjacent fuel cells and 
forming respective interfaces therewith; and 

means for preventing migration of any electrolyte 
that may be present on the periphery of the fuel cell 
stack at one of said interfaces to the other of said 
interfaces and thus from one to the other of said 
adjacent fuel cells, including a layer of a material 
that is non-wettable by the electrolyte covering at 
least said peripheral surface of that of said separa 
tor plates which is interposed between said succes 
sive electrodes of said adjacent fuel cells. 

2. The fuel cell stack as de?ned in claim 1, wherein 
said layer includes at least one integral continuing por 
tion that extends to a predetermined extent onto at least 
one of said marginal surfaces and thus into one of said 
interfaces. 

3. The fuel cell stack as de?ned in claim 2, and further 
comprising means for sealing at least said one interface, 
said sealing means being located adjacent, and more 
remotely from said peripheral surface than, said integral 
continuing portion of said layer. 
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